Big Sea, Small Boat

SWARIEGE

By Judy Vernon

on the Chesapeake Bay. Only two of uscame

back. Here’'swhat happened.

OnJuly 1, my son George called meto seeif |
wanted to go fishing with him and hisboss, Gus.
George had been wanting to buy aboat, and Gus
wasinterested in salling his. Thiswould beagood
opportunity to check out the boat and have somefun
at thesametime.

We met not far from the boat ramp. Gus had
brought along his 9-year-old grandson Mike. It was
Mike' sfirst timegoing fishing on the boat, and he
wasvery excited. The boat wasa 16-foot tri-hull,
with a60 hp outboard motor. It was a bass-boat
designwith alow freeboard.

Gusmade Mike put onalifejacket (the zip-up
kind). Thejacket wasan adult size and too big for
Mike. Hecomplained it wasuncomfortable and it
wastoo hot to wear, but Gusmade him keep it on
anyway. Therest of thelifejacketswere stowed in
abox onboard, wherethey stayed.

Asweleft thedock, Georgewassittingon a
platforminthebow of the boat, facing therear. Mike
wassitting on thefloor in themiddle of the boat, by
the box containing lifejacketsand other equi pment
and theice chest. Gusand | were on abench near
therear of the boat. | wason theleft side, and Gus
wason theright, driving the boat.

Onceout in the bay, we stopped and cast our
lines. | caught afish, but that wasthe only one
caught at that spot. We decided to moveto abetter
spot for fishing.

Aswe approached the new spot, | noticed two
large boats coming toward usat high speed. When
they passed on both sides of us, we saw their wakes
headed for us.

Georgewas hit squarein the back with thefirst
wave of thewake. Suddenly, water in the boat was
calf high. Thebox of equipment and the cooler were
floating. Mike was mad about getting wet and asked
hisgrandfather how that happened. Gustold himit
wasn't our fault; it wasthefault of the boatsthat
passed.

Last summe, four of usset out on afishingtrip
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Guswas concerned that the water didn’t seem
to bedraining out the back theway it should. He put
the boat in neutral and went to therear of the boat to
check the plug. Assoon ashe did, the second wave
of thewake hit us and washed over the back of the
boat. Mikeran to George. Georgelooked at me. In
that instant, we knew the boat wasgoingto sink. In
lessthan 10 seconds, wewerein the water.

George handed Miketo hisgrandfather, and we
started swimming toward thefloating box that
contained thelifejackets. George opened the box
and threw me an orange one. He handed Gus avest
like mine, but Gusdidn’t want that one. Hewanted
thezip-up typelike Mike waswearing. Georgefound
oneof thosefor Gus, threw it to him, and Gusput it
on. Then George got an orange onefor himself.

Assoon aswe got out thelifejackets, the box
sank. | struggled to put on my vest. Putting alife
vest oninthe water is not easy. Now we were
floating inthewater, with Gusholding onto Mike.

We saw abuoy nearby and tried to swim toward
it, but the current wastaking usin the opposite
direction. | found out |ater that hanging onto abuoy
wouldn’t have been agood i deaanyway, because
the part inthewater isusually covered with bar-
nacles, which can cut your armsor legsto shreds.

The current separated Gusand Mike from
George and me, but we could still see each other,
and we could seethe shore. It was about four or five
milesaway, and it seemed the current was carrying
ustoward it. We decided to drift with the current and
letit help usswimfor shore.

George noticed something tangled inmy life
vest. It was apiece of tubing from the box. We used
thetubing to tie ustogether. Then George said,
“*O.K.,Mom, swim.”

Now, | can swimtwo or threelengths of apool,
but | can’t swim for milesin choppy bay water.
After | swam afew strokes, George asked meto
stop, because | was causing resistancefor him. So|l
decided just to roll over and float to make myself
lighter for him to pull. We could see and hear Gus,
who, likeus, wascalling for help. But therewasno
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one near to hear us. Therewas nothing we could do
except drift. Flaresand all other distressitemswent
down with the boat. When aboat would passfar
away, wewould al yell. Soon, we could hear Gus
yell, but couldn’t seehim.

At one point, Georgetold me he could swimto
shoreif | would be O.K. inthewater by myself. |
begged and pleaded with him not to leave me aone.
So we stayed together, drifting and swimming. | was
tied to him and floating on my back. Thewaves
started picking up and were washing over my face.
Twicewhilewewereinthewater, George asked me
if  wasO.K. Twicel told him no, so he stopped
swimming and came back to meto push me up out
of thewater so | could breathe.

After about three hoursof drifting inthe water,
George could make out afishing pier on shore. We
both started yelling. Someone on the pier heard us.
Soon, we saw an ambulance show up on the beach.
But our ordeal wasn't over yet.

A jet ski was sent out to pick usup. Sincel am
52 yearsold and not in the best shape, | couldn’t get
on the ski from thewater. After several triesto get
me aboard, the rescue people on the ski decided that
| should just hang onto the ski, and they would pull
me back to shore. “ The bubbleswill feel just likea
Jacuzzi,” they said. They werewrong. The bubbles
from the motor cut into melikeknives. And they sent
my shortsdown to my ankles. | shouted for themto
stop.

By thistime, arescue boat wasin the water.
Rescuerspulled Georgeinto the boat with no
problem. It took four peopleto pull meinthe boat
All thetime, | was so glad to berescued, but
worried about my immodest appearance. Fortu-
nately, one of the rescuerswas awoman. She
shielded mewith ablanket and hel ped me get my
sodden clothes back wherethey belonged. The _ a

boat carried usto shore, wherewewere put inthe
ambulance.

Georgetold the rescue peoplethat there were
two more peoplein the water and suggested that he
go back out with them to show them wherewefirst
went down. Therescuersdeclined and said they
would search for the other two. Georgeand | were
taken to ahospital. George wasrel eased immedi-
ately. | stayedinthehospital for three dayswith
hypoxia(oxygen deficiency) and water in my lungs. |
didn’t realizethat aperson could drown even after
being taken out of the water.

Whilel wasinthe hospital, | learned that rescue
personnel had found Gus'sbody. I’ ve heard that he
died of aheart attack, but don’t know anything
official. They saw nothing of little Mike. Dayslater,
Mike' sbody wasfound floatinginthebay. Hedidn't
have onalifepreserver. Either it had dipped off him,
or he had taken it off. We' | never know.jg

Postscript: | first learned of this tragedy on
the evening news last summer. When | turned on
the TV, the first thing | saw was Judy being
loaded into the ambulance. | recognized her
because she used to live next door to me. | have
talked to her about this mishap many times since
then. | knew not only Judy and her son, but Gus
as well. Judy says she has learned a lot from this
experience. She carries the emotional scars as
well as the physical ones. Her breathing has
never been normal since. She says she has
trouble breathing, even after little physical
effort—something she never had before. Her

son and she did end up buying a boat,
since they both love the bay and fishing.
However, the boat they bought is a 23-
footer, with freeboard up to their waists. Never
again will Judy go into the bay in a small boat
that could be swamped.
Judy is still amazed that no one could see

.~ or hear themin the water. A tanker passed

close by them, airplanes
flew over low, and boats
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The larger boat in the foreground, with a deep
freeboard, is more capable of withstanding wakes
from passing boats than the smaller boat in the
background. The chances of the smaller boat being
swamped are far greater.
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were passing by. She says
she never felt asinvisible
as she did that day. Sheis
working on developing a
kit for boatersto attach to their life vests that
would have all the things necessary to help them
if they go into the water, such as flares, line,
lights, and sunscreen. And Judy says that no one
goes in her boat unless they are wearing a life
jacket that fits.—Ed.
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